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THE PKINCIPIO COMPANY. 
A Historical Sketch of the First Iron- Works in Marylawb. 

BY WILLIAM O. WHITELT, WILMINGTON, DEL. 

The Prineipio Company was an association of British 
iron-masters, merchants, and capitalists, established in the 
early part of the last century, and engaged in manufacturing 
pig- and bar-iron in the Colonies of Maryland and Virginia. 
They were the first persons to erect iron-works in Mary- 
land, about the year 1715, and had a long and prosperous 
existence for more than sixty years. Those who were most 
prominently connected with this company were Sir Nicholas 
Hackell Carew, Bart., of Beddington, Co. Surrey; Thomas 
Russell, of Birmingham, and his sons, "William and Thomas 
Russell ; Stephen Onion ; John England ; Joshua, Samuel, 
and Osgood Gree ; William Chetwynd, Esq., of England, and 
Augustine and Lawrence "Washington, of Virginia, father 
and brother of George Washington. 

The Provinces of Maryland and Virginia jointly were, 
prior to the Revolution, foremost of the Colonies in the pro- 
duction of iron. Later developments have given to Penn- 
sylvania her present rank of largest producer and manufac- 
turer, but at this period she was far behind her Southern 
neighbors. Not only were they then the largest producers, 
but they had also been the first exporters. In 1718 Mary- 
land or Virginia, it is not known which, sent to England 
the first shipment of pig-iron ever exported from this 
country, a small lot of three and one-half tons, as recorded 
in the official returns of the British custom-house. 1 Prom 

* Maryland and Virginia are always coupled together in the British 
custom-house reports, probably from the fact that large quantities of 
Maryland iron were carried to York River and other ports in Virginia 
in small vessels, and there reloaded into ships for transportation across 
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this insignificant beginning the manufacture and export of 
both pig- and bar-iron (for forges were usual adjuncts of the 
furnaces) increased under the fostering policy of the Lord 
Proprietor, until, in 1751, these two Provinces exported 
2950 tons of pig-iron to England, against 199 tons from 
Pennsylvania, 33 tons from New York, 9 tons from New 
England, and 17 tons from Carolina. 

In 1761 the Governor and Council of Maryland reported 
to the Commissioners of the Board of Trade and Plantations 
in England that there were eight furnaces and ten forges in 
that Province, which made 2500 tons of pig- and 600 tons 
of bar-iron yearly. The total annual production of England 
herself at this period was only 17,000 tons of pig-iron. 

To Captain John Smith, among his many other achieve- 
ments, belongs the honor of the discovery of iron in Mary- 
land. In his voyage up the Chesapeake Bay, in 1606, he 
entered the Patapsco Biver, which he named Bolus, because 
of the red clay found there, " resembling bole armoniack and 
terra sigillata." This clay was a covering for extensive mines 
of iron ore, afterwards opened and worked by the Principio 
Company and by Mr. John Moale, at Moale's Point, that 
point where it was sought to establish Baltimore Town, but 
where the town was not established, through the hostility 
of Mr. Moale, who refused to sell his land, and had a greater 
interest in his ores than in a prospective city. 

A whole century elapsed before Captain Smith's dis- 
covery was turned to account. The year 1715 has been 
given as the epoch of furnaces in Maryland, and there is no 
reason to believe that any were in existence prior to that 
time. The question who were the pioneers in the business 
is a difficult one to answer positively. Governor Spots- 
wood, of Virginia, claimed for himself that honor. Colonel 
Byrd, in his " Progress to the Mines" (1732), says, " The 
Governor had, nine years previously, vacated the Guberna- 
torial chair, and was at this time extensively engaged in the 

the ocean. Thence would arise a difficulty in distinguishing the product 
of each colony, since iron manufactured in Maryland would be mani- 
fested from Virginia. 
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iron-mining business. I let him understand that besides 
the pleasure of paying him a visit, I came to be instructed 
by so great a master in the mystery of making iron, wherein 
he had led the way and was the Tubal Cain of Virginia. 
He corrected me a little there, by assuring me he was not 
only the first in this country, but the first in North America, 
who had erected a regular Furnace." Hugh Jones, in his 
"Present Condition of Virginia," published about 1724, 
describes a settlement called Gerrnania, situated "beyond 
Col. Spotswood's furnace above the falls of Rappahannock, 
etc." 

Conceding Governor Spotswood's priority in Virginia, his 
claim of having been the first person to erect a furnace in 
America must be modified, for there was one furnace in 
Maryland of equally early origin. The preamble to the act 
of the Maryland General Assembly for the encouragement 
of iron manufacturers, passed in 1719, recites that " there 
are very great conveniences of carrying on iron-works within 
this province which have not hitherto been embraced for 
want of proper encouragement to some first undertakers," 
implying that iron-works had been in operation, and, though 
languishing, were still working at that very time. Hence 
the shipment, made in 1718, of three and a half tons, may 
as probably have come from Maryland as from Governor 
Spotswood's Virginia furnace. 

Some recently acquired information in our possession, 
which has never before been published, seems to establish 
clearly the fact that among the first, if not actually the very 
first, persons to erect iron-works in Maryland, was a party 
of English merchants and capitalists, the subjects of our 
sketch. That they were the first there is very strong pre- 
sumptive evidence in the name they chose for their furnace, 
Principio, which name they afterwards assumed when they 
incorporated themselves as the Principio Company. The 
information just alluded to is contained in a number of the 
original ledgers, journals, and account-books belonging to 
this company, letters from the company's office in London 
to its agents in this country, copies of replies made by these 
Vol,, xi. — 5 
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agents to the proprietors, and letters exchanged among each 
other at the various furnaces and forges, a fragmentary cor- 
respondence ranging over a period of sixty years, from 1725, 
the date of the earliest letter, to 1785. 1 Among the oldest 
books are the ledgers of Principio Works from 1723 to 
1727 inclusive, in the first of which are references to still 
older books, which, unfortunately, cannot now be found. 
All these seem to show beyond a doubt that these were the 
" first undertakers" referred to in the act of 1719, and that 
the Principio furnace in Cecil County, on a small creek of 
same name emptying into the Chesapeake near the mouth 
of the Susquehanna, and the North East Forge, six miles 
distant, at the head of North East River, were the first iron- 
works in Maryland. Certainly no others have traced their 
history to so early a period, nor established any title to the 
distinction. The Baltimore Company's furnace on Gwynn's 
Falls was not built until some time after 1723. It is a fact 
worthy of notice that iron-works have been almost continu- 
ously in operation on these two spots ever since their first 
establishment, or about one hundred and sixty years. At 
Principio, Mr. Geo. P. Whitaker has had a charcoal furnace 
in successful operation for a long time, and at North East, 
on the very site of one of the old forges, are the present 
extensive forges and rolling-mills of the McCullough Iron 
Company. 

Stephen Onion and Thomas Russell, Sr., if not the origi- 
nators, were the most active promoters of the enterprise. 
They came to America, and, after careful prospecting, 
leased and opened ore-banks, purchased woodland for 
making charcoal, built the Principio and North East Works 
(the former consisting of both furnace and forge, the latter 
of a forge alone), arranged for the disposal of their bar- and 
surplus pig-iron, and, in short, established the business on 
a successful footing. The records of the Land Office at 

1 These letters, kindly placed at our disposal by Eev. T. Snowden 
Thomas, of Philadelphia, were found among the effects of his ancestor, 
Thomas Eussell, Esq., of Green Hill, near North East, Cecil County, 
Maryland, who was a member of the Principio Company. 
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Annapolis show early acquisitions of lands by them. On 
the 27th of April, 1721, John Oopson, of Philadelphia, ob- 
tained a warrant from Lord Baltimore's Land Office for such 
lands as he should direct, and a patent accordingly issued 
to him May 24, 1722. In July of this same year this patent 
was transferred to Stephen Onion and Company, "for a 
valuable consideration by me received and other good 
reasons thereunto me moving," and comprised a tract of 
land called Geoflarrison, in Cecil County, near North East, 
containing five thousand seven hundred and forty-three 
acres, as originally surveyed, extending from Corroll Cove 
on the North East River to within a mile or so of Elkton. 
One of the boundary-lines of this tract was one thousand 
perches long, or more than three miles. 

William Chetwynd and others, designated as iron-masters 
of Great Britain, held two hundred acres of land, which 
they had by lease bearing date May 31, 1722, under his 
lordship as part of Baltimore, alias North East Manor, con- 
taining by estimation six thousand acres, and part of New 
Connaught, alias Susquehanna Manor, originally granted to 
Colonel George Talbot for the quantity of thirty-two thou- 
sand acres, and forfeited to his Lordship the Lord Propri- 
etary. 

It must not be inferred that the date of these land-grants 
fix the date of the erection of the works. These lands were 
merely additions to the original purchases, and go to show 
the extent the company's operations were beginning to ac- 
quire, even at that early period, in consequence of the en- 
couraging act of 1719. It will be observed that in almost 
every instance, where they leased or patented lands, they 
employed some third person, who afterwards assigned the 
property to them for a nominal consideration, which has at 
times rendered it difficult to trace the titles of their first 
acquired property. 

Among the writs of ad quod damnum granted out of the 
Provincial Chancery of Maryland in pursuance of the act of 
1719 for the encouragement of iron manufacturers was one 
issued October 19, 1721, for twenty acres of land in Cecil 
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County for a grist-mill, which, as the hooks show, was car- 
ried on by the company in connection with their furnace 
operations ; also a writ granted February 5, 1734, to John 
Huston, of Cecil, and assigned by him, in 1736, in consider- 
ation of five shillings, to William Chetwynd & Co. This 
survey calls for one hundred acres of land, and begins at 
the second bounded tree of another tract of one hundred 
acres already laid out for said Ruston, from which there 
appears to have been an older patent, which is not re- 
corded. 

Russell and Onion having now opened the business, left 
it in charge of John England, a practical iron-master, who 
was to act as their representative in America, and sailed for 
Great Britain together in 1724. They took passage from 
New Castle in the same ship with Benjamin Franklin, who 
states in his memoirs, describing his first visit to England, 
" I quitted Philadelphia in the ship which anchored at New 
Castle. Mr. Andrew Hamilton, a celebrated lawyer of 
Philadelphia, had taken his passage in the same ship for 
himself and son, with Mr. Denham, a Turkey merchant, 
and Messrs. Onion and Russell, masters of an iron-work in 
Maryland, who had engaged the great cabin." Onion soon 
returned, and in 1726 we find him in active superintendence 
at Principio, but Russell remained in England. 

(To be continued.) 



